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TWO POSSIBLE EXPLANATIONS FOR THE MAGNITUDE OF THE 

disengagement from the poor by private social work agencies 

ARE THE CONCERN THE SOCIAL WORK PROFESSION FOR ITS OWN 
STATUS, WHICH HAS LED IT TO SEEK A MORE PRESTIGIOUS 

clientele, and the feeling that the psychological technology 

OF SOCIAL WORK IS MORE AMENABLE TO MIDDLE-CLASS THAN TO 
LOWER-CLASS SOCIALIZATION. ONE "CONSERVATIVE" EXPLANATION FOR 
THE PROBLEMS OF THE POOR IS THAT THESE PROBLEMS ARISE OUT OF 
PERSONAL RATHER THAN INSTITUTIONAL DEFICIENCIES. THE 
CONSERVATIVES THUS SAY THAT THE POOR CANNOT BE HELPED BECAUSE 
they do NOT RCCOGNIZE THE CAUSES OF THEIR PROBLEMS. THE 
AUTHORS CONCLUDE THAT CONFLICT HAS ARISEN BETWEEN THE 
AGENCIES AND THE POOR BECAUSE THE POOR SEE THEIR PROBLEMS AS 
CONCRETE AND WANT DIRECT SERVICE WHEREAS THE SOLIDLY 
MIDDLE-CLASS AGENCY IS PSYCHOLOGICALLY ORIENTED AND IS 
PREPARED ONLY TO TALK, NOT TO PROVIDE PHYSICAL SOLUTIONS TO 
PROBLEMS. THE RESULT IS THAT PRIVATE AGENCIES RELIEVE 
THEMSELVES OF THE RESPONSIBILITY OF HELPING THE POOR BY 
REFERRING THEM to ALREADY OVERBURDENED PUBLIC AGENCIES. A 
BIBLIOGRAPHY OF 50 REFERENCES LISTS PERTINENT WORKS, MANY OF 
WHICH ARE DISCUSSED IN THE BODY OF THE PAPER IN AN HISTORICAL 
OVERVIEW OF THE ACTIVITIES OF SOCIAL WORK AGENCIES FROM 1900 
TO 1960. (MR) 
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Introduction 



In recent years, a general disengagement from the poor on the part of 
private social-welfare agencies of many types appears to have taken place. 
This development does not characterize all agencies, to be sure, but it is 
sufficiently pervasive to cause concern in a field which has traditionally 
awarded the giving of service to low-income people a high priority. 

At a time when poverty is once again a focus of national concern, it is 
important that the private agency field take stock of its priorities in service. 
Private social welfare has now, as several decades ago, a critical role to play 
in the solution of this major problem in American society. It can assume that 
role once again only if it confronts, understands, and reverses the growing 
pattern of disengagement from low-income people. 

One of the tragic aspects of the current situation is that many agencies 
which in fact serve a predominantly middle-income clientele continue to speak 
and to raise money in the name of the poor. An illusion is thus generated that 
these agencies give service to the poor. This illusion of service has disastrous 
consequences for low-income people. Since they are hardly being served at all, 
let alone served effectively, their problems often persist or worsen. And since, 
in the public mind, the social-welfare system exists to serve the poor, the 
disadvantaged, and the disenfranchised, mounting social problems among these 
groups, despite the outpouring of money ostensibly intended to aid them, may 
lead the public to question the efficacy of social services. The public may then 
call for punitive and repressive measures, for how else can the stubbornly 
intractable poor be contained? Thus the illusion that the poor are being served 
may jeopardize the maintenance of the social-welfare enterprise itself. In this 
manner the poor may be victimized unintentionally by institutional systems 
ostensibly organized to promote their well-being. 

The evolution and magnitude of the trend away from the poor can be shown 
with respect to a number of kinds of private agencies — from those in the field 



